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Abstract
The purpose of this investigation is to examine heterogeneity and membership
with subgroups of cognitive empowerment among youth of color. Within this heterogeneity, this study hopes to identify the relationship each of these subgroups of
youth have with conceptually related variables including intrapersonal psychological empowerment, psychological sense of community (SOC), and ethnic identity.
The participants were 383 urban youth of color in grades 9 through 12. The results
showed significant variation between profile groups of youth and the association
higher levels of cognitive empowerment have with intrapersonal psychological
empowerment, psychological SOC, and ethnic identity; albeit, some variation was
present. This study is explorative in nature and an effort to highlight the complexity
of empowerment and cognitive empowerment. Findings are significant as these outcomes provide valuable insight into the intricacies of cognitive empowerment and
highlight the importance of youth experiencing high levels of cognitive empowerment on domains related to civic engagement and critical awareness.
Keywords Youth empowerment · Cognitive empowerment · Psychological
empowerment · Psychological sense of community · Ethnic identity
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Introduction
Youth empowerment and the ways to cultivate a critical understanding of power and
in-turn social change is largely lost to the youth literature and the community-based
work with and for young people of color. Youth civic engagement and social change,
including perceptions, attitudes, values, membership, and identities are increasingly important topics to practitioners, researchers, and institutions (Christens et al.
2013a; Lardier et al. 2018b). Various studies have shown the critical role empowerment of youth plays in predicting overall well-being and contributing to positive
youth development (Christens et al. 2013a, b; Christens and Peterson 2012; Lardier
2018, 2019; Lardier et al. 2018a; Zeldin et al. 2017, 2018). Moreover, we are seeing
countless examples in today’s United States society of youth empowerment, whether
students from Parkland, Florida are protesting for gun reform, the Deferred Action
for Childhood Arrivals (DACA) Dreamers throughout the U.S. are protesting for a
clean DREAM Act, citizenship, and equal rights, or the #BlackLivesMatter Movement is protesting for social justice, equal rights, and police reform. Despite such
research and engagement by youth in the sociopolitical domain, we still know little
about the mechanisms through which youth empowerment and critical awareness
occurs (Lardier et al. 2018b; Peterson 2014).
Empowerment emphasizes important ways of being, which include individuals’
and groups’ abilities to engage in emancipatory processes that relieve the difficulties they face within their lives by participating in action-oriented solutions (Rappaport 1987; Zimmerman 2000). The World Health Organization (WHO) and the
United Nations have both embraced the ideas within empowerment to further their
causes and develop, based on Rappaport’s (1984) definitions, ways in which individuals and groups can gain greater control over their lives, acquire rights, and reduce
marginalization that perpetuates inequality. The United Nations’ Convention on the
Rights of the Child (1990), while not signed by the United States, specifically articulates in Article 12, section 1 an empowerment-oriented definition on the importance
of youth voice and the abilities of young people to be actors in their own world:
States Parties shall assure to the child who is capable of forming his or her
own views the right to express those views freely in all matters affecting the
child, the views of the child being given due weight in accordance with the
age and maturity of the child.
Clearly, an important construct in several fields over the past 30-years, empowerment is a largely untested theory and has been minimally examined among youth
(Peterson 2014; Peterson et al. 2017). Furthermore, even fewer studies have tested
empowerment constructs and measures among diverse populations, particularly
young people of color (Lardier et al. 2018b). Consequently, there is limited work
unpacking the context specific nature of empowerment, measures used to assess
empowerment (e.g., Cognitive Empowerment Scale, Sociopolitical Control Scale),
and the association specific empowerment related variables such as cognitive
empowerment have with theoretically related variables including but not limited to
psychological sense of community (SOC) and ethnic identity (Hunter et al. 2013).
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Conceptual Framing and Literature Review
Zimmerman (1995) developed one of the primary definitions of empowerment,
but more precisely psychological empowerment, which has garnered the most
attention both theoretically and methodologically; albeit, representing one component of the broader multidimensional theory of empowerment that encompasses psychological empowerment, organizational empowerment, and community empowerment (Peterson 2014). While some have defined psychological
empowerment as an intrapsychic variable at the individual level of analysis (e.g.,
Holden et al. 2004, 2005), it is more adequately described as a higher order construct that occurs and is developed within dynamic, ongoing, and participatory
processes; wherein, individuals gain mastery and control over the circumstances
that affect their lives (Peterson 2014). Zimmerman’s (1995) nomological framework for psychological empowerment identifies psychological empowerment as a
higher order multidimensional construct based on three components:
1. Intrapersonal component (emotional) of psychological empowerment refers to
a person’s ability to influence or engage in change both within personal and
sociopolitical contexts. This is often measured through the Sociopolitical Control
Scale for Youth (SPCS-Y), which examines perceived self-efficacy and leadership
(Lardier et al. 2018c; Peterson et al. 2017)
2. Interactional component (cognitive empowerment) of psychological empowerment refers to an individual’s critical awareness and understanding of their sociopolitical environments, as well as their functional ability to engage in change
and by what means (Peterson et al. 2002; Speer 2000; Speer and Peterson 2000).
Cognitive empowerment includes critical awareness, decision making, resource
mobilization, and relational processes such as shaping ideologies and power
to create change through relationships (Speer 2000; Speer and Peterson 2000).
Cognitive empowerment is often measured through the Cognitive Empowerment
Scale (CES), which examines power through relationships, the nature of power,
and shaping ideologies (Peterson et al. 2002).
3. Behavioral component of psychological empowerment refers to an individuals’
or groups’ behaviors to exert influence and change over their social, political,
economic, and cultural conditions that impact their lives and communities. This
includes organization participation and community involvement and is measured
through the Community Participation Scale (Speer and Peterson 2000).
4. Christens (2012) more recently argued for the integration of a fourth component,
relational empowerment. Relational empowerment has been defined as relational
transactions and processes that allow for the effective exercise of transformative
power in the sociopolitical domain (Christens 2012). Relational empowerment has
been theorized to be similar conceptually to psychological SOC; however, further
research is needed to develop an adequate measure of relational empowerment
(Christens 2012; Peterson 2014).
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While an increasing number of studies have systematically examined both the
operationalization of psychological empowerment and its higher-order nature
(e.g., Peterson 2014; Rodrigues et al. 2018), little research has adequately examined components of psychological empowerment, outside of intrapersonal psychological empowerment and the behavioral component of psychological empowerment (Lardier 2018, 2019; Peterson 2014). More specifically, there are relatively
few studies (notable exceptions include Christens et al. 2013a, b; Christens et al.
2018; Peterson et al. 2002; Rodrigues et al. 2018; Speer 2000; Speer and Peterson
2000) that have unpacked the cognitive component of psychological empowerment.
Furthermore, few investigations have examined the relationship between subscales
of cognitive empowerment and in predicting conceptually related variables such as
intrapersonal psychological empowerment, measured through sociopolitical control
(SPC), as well as psychological SOC, and ethnic identity. Moreover, some studies
have solely focused on only the relational power subscale of the broader cognitive
(interactional) empowerment measure (e.g., Wilke and Speer 2011; Lardier et al.
2018c). Nonetheless, investigations that are present that have examined cognitive
empowerment have not only noted its complexity, particularly when buttressed with
intrapersonal psychological empowerment (e.g., Christens et al. 2013a, b; Peterson
2014; Rodrigues et al. 2018), but the empirical relationship cognitive empowerment
has with organizational type (e.g., political or service-based orientation), relational
power (Wilke and Speer 2011), those features and processes of an organization (e.g.,
organizational sense of community and empowering organizations), and in relation
to critical hopefulness and critical consciousness (Christens et al. 2013a, b, 2018;
Hipolito-Delgado and Zion 2015). Despite such scholarship, there is need to prioritize the study of the cognitive empowerment component of psychological empowerment, with theoretically and conceptually related measures, including intrapersonal psychological empowerment, psychological SOC, and ethnic identity.
Cognitive Empowerment: The Relationship with Intrapersonal Psychological
Empowerment, Psychological SOC, and Ethnic Identity
Cognitive Empowerment, or the interactional component of the broader psychological empowerment construct has been measured using several scales, including
the Interactional Empowerment Scale (IES; Peterson et al. 2005) and the Collective Action and Interpersonal Relationship Scale (CAIRS; Speer 2000); however
the Cognitive Empowerment Scale (CES) is the most widely utilized (Peterson et al.
2002; Speer and Peterson 2000). The CES uses three separate subscales related to
power developed through relationships (relational power), the nature of power, and
shaping ideologies (Peterson et al. 2002). Power through relationships focuses on
the source of power that is developed through relationships such as organizations
(Speer 2008). The nature of power is an understanding of the forces that shape one’s
environment, specifically related to political functioning (Speer 2008). Shaping ideologies is an understanding of knowledge of resources that can be harnessed to produce social change and where one may access these resources (Speer 2008).
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Studies have examined empirically (e.g., Christens et al. 2013a, b, 2018; Rodrigues et al. 2018) and conceptualized theoretically (e.g., Cattaneo and Chapman
2010; Christens et al. 2016b) the intersection between cognitive empowerment and
intrapersonal psychological empowerment, measured through SPCS-Y. And while
there are some investigations associating cognitive empowerment with psychological SOC (e.g., Wilke and Speer 2011), additional research is needed. Furthermore,
studies are needed that examine cognitive empowerment with ethnic identity, due to
the important role ethnic identity plays in the empowerment process (Christens et al.
2018; Lardier 2018, 2019; Lardier et al. 2018a, b, c, d).
Cognitive Empowerment and Intrapersonal Psychological Empowerment
Cognitive Empowerment is theorized to be related to the intrapersonal component
of psychological empowerment, as part of the larger nomological network of the
broader psychological empowerment construct in empowerment theory (Peterson 2014; Rodrigues et al. 2018; Zimmerman 2000). More specifically, cognitive
empowerment is part of a broader process, wherein psychological empowerment
dimensions both reinforce and predict one another, and all are part of a larger whole.
Studies have shown the empirical connection, albeit minimally, between intrapersonal psychological empowerment and cognitive empowerment, particularly among
youth of color (Peterson 2014; Rodrigues et al. 2018).
Wilke and Speer (2011) found that an organizational orientation as either service-based or politically-based predicted relational power and that an organizational
orientation was mediated through both empowering organizational characteristics
(e.g., social support and group-based belief systems) and organizational community
belongingness. More specifically, these findings highlight the importance of participation in service-based organizations in predicting psychological empowerment, as
well as the role empowering organizational characteristics such as a leadership and
collective beliefs toward change have on the path toward psychological empowerment. Elsewhere, research has shown that individuals in lower SES communities
who experience economic deprivation and social isolation, experience increased
cognitive empowerment, are more keenly aware of injustices and the power that
maintains their subjugation, and may be more likely to engage as leaders in sociopolitical change (Christens et al. 2011, 2018). However, Christens et al. (2013a,
b) noted that while individuals may be critical of the social system and understand
power, they are unlikely to have hope in their own ability to make change, limiting
aspects of intrapersonal empowerment, specific to leadership and self-efficacy in the
sociopolitical domain. Furthermore, the lack of hope in one’s own ability to execute
change was even more discouraging among those individuals in social isolation,
which highlights that greater work is needed to both empower communities of color
to develop a critical awareness of power and cultivate hope in the belief of change
(Christens et al. 2013a, b, 2018; Speer 2008). Yet, in a recent study, Christens et al.
(2018) examined latent class cluster groups of critical hopefulness through the CES
and SPCS-Y among urban youth of color on psychological SOC, civic engagement,
and social justice orientation. These authors identified among this sample of urban
youth that a larger proportion of the sample was classified in two cluster groups
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that exhibited critical hopefulness and that these groups had higher mean scores in
psychological SOC, civic engagement, and social justice orientation. These outcomes illustrate the importance of being both critical of sociopolitical issues and
the maintenance of hope in the face of sociopolitical realities and power imbalances.
More recently, Lardier et al. (2018c) too showed while testing the factor structure
of intrapersonal psychological empowerment, using an abbreviated version of the
SPCS-Y, that youth with higher composite scores of both self-efficacy and leadership experienced greater relational power, or power was developed through relationships, a component of cognitive empowerment. Despite such work, research continues to be needed that examines the relationship cognitive empowerment holds with
intrapersonal psychological empowerment, particularly among marginalized youth
of color.
Of note, recent discussions have put into question the overarching construct of
psychological empowerment (e.g., Peterson 2014), due to the lack of covariance
between components of psychological empowerment. Other scholars have also put
forward that dimensions of psychological empowerment may be relational in nature
(e.g., Christens and Peterson 2012) and because these dimensions are relational in
nature, dimensions of psychological empowerment may in fact sit on either side of
the equation (e.g., Lardier et al. 2018a). To contribute to this scholarship the practice of theorizing and empirically testing dimensions of empowerment is needed
(Christens et al. 2018), as well as explaining and testing the association components
of psychological empowerment have with conceptually related variables such as
psychological SOC and ethnic identity.
Cognitive Empowerment and Psychological SOC
Psychological SOC is based in concepts of collective efficacy and neighboring (i.e.,
sharing neighbors and mutual assistance; Perkins and Long 2002). Psychological
SOC has been defined broadly as perceived feelings of belongingness and a shared
belief that community members will meet one another’s needs through these relationships (McMillan and Chavis 1986). McMillan and Chavis (1986) outlined four
dimensions to psychological SOC: (1) membership: feelings of belongingness to
one’s community; (2) influence: feeling one can make a difference in a group and
mattering as a member; (3) needs fulfillment: the perception that members will meet
one anothers needs and resources will be shared through these relationships; and (4)
emotional connection: a shared emotional connection through history or common
places.
Largely measured though the Brief Sense of Community Scale (BSCS), studies
among youth have associated psychological SOC with social activism (Forenza et al.
2017), community participation, ethnic identity development (Lardier 2018, 2019),
buffering the negative effects of community violence, disorganization, and substance use, predicting school importance (Garcia-Reid et al. 2013), self-efficacy, and
intrapersonal psychological empowerment (Lardier 2018, 2019; Lardier et al. 2018a;
Zeldin et al. 2015). Yet, few investigations have examined psychological SOC with
cognitive empowerment. Studies that are present have associated psychological SOC
with relational power (Wilke and Speer 2011) and with youth being more critically
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aware of power, as well as hopeful that they can enact social change (Christens et al.
2013a, b, 2018). Hipolito-Delgado and Zion (2015), while not directly assessing
psychological SOC, also showed that participation in a critical inquiry classroom
environment and connection to their school enviornment, increased youth’s sense of
empowerment, critical consciousness, and ethnic identity. These findings highlight
the important role of sharing power and voice in developing students’ awareness of
power and feeling capable of enacting social change. It is, however, vital to further
examine the relationship between cognitive empowerment and psychological SOC,
given the empircal and theoretical connection these constructs have in the broader
empowerment process (Christens et al. 2018).
Cognitive Empowerment and Ethnic Identity
Contemporary literature has also provided some evidence on the relationship
between ethnic identity and empowerment, more specifically intrapersonal psychological empowerment (e.g., Gullan et al. 2013; Lardier 2018, 2019; Lardier et al.
2018a). Youth with a greater sense of their ethnic group identity are found to have
higher composite scores in intrapersonal psychological empowerment, or greater
leadership activity and a greater perceived ability to enact social change (i.e., selfefficacy; Lardier 2018, 2019; Lardier et al. 2018a). Gullan et al. (2013) too showed
that the intrapersonal psychological empowerment was related to youth’s ethnic identity; albeit, the interaction and behavioral components had no significant
relationship.
Empowerment theory and concepts surrounding critical consciousness (see
Christens et al. 2013a, b) imply that through social group or ethnic group association and participation, individuals are not only likely to be engaged in their community, but also connected to their community, due to the sense of belongingness,
membership, and emotional connection they have to their ethnic-racial group (Watts
et al. 2011). Gutiérrez (1995) and Watts et al. (2011) both noted three distinct subprocesses to a critical consciousness model: (1) critical social analysis; (2) collective
identity development; (3) political self-efficacy; and (4) sociopolitical action. Under
this model, individuals through a reciprocally recurring process begin to understand
and recognize social inequalities and through collective identification (e.g., gender,
race, ethnicity, immigration), one is likely to not only feel collective empowerment,
but driven to engage in inspiring action and change for the betterment of the collective (Hipolito-Delgado and Lee 2007). Under this logic, a critical understanding
of power and the ways in which change can occur involves a complex relationship
between developing an accurate understanding of the world through one’s social
context and relationships (Christens et al. 2013a, b; Watts et al. 2011). Liberation
Psychologists Luque-Ribelles and Portillo (2009) stated in reference to sociopolitical change and critical consciousness that people change, along with their relationships within their context, and become critically aware of power and the ways in
which to rupture and change hierarchical structures of inequality. Hence, cognitive
processes related to a critical understanding of one’s social world are predictive
of collective social group identity and in-turn the action toward change (Gutiérrez
1995; Watts et al. 1999, 2011). Despite such preliminary empirical evidence and
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theoretical considerations, minimal scholarship has placed cognitive empowerment
as a predictor or in relation to ethnic identity.

Purpose
The current study represents one of a few investigations examining subcomponents
of cognitive empowerment (notable exceptions include, but are not limited to Christens et al. 2013a, b, 2018; Rodrigues et al. 2018) and the relationships these components hold with intrapersonal psychological empowerment, measured through SPC,
psychological SOC, and ethnic identity. The primary purpose of this investigation is
to examine heterogeneity and membership with subgroups of cognitive empowerment among youth of color. Within this heterogeneity, we hope to identify the relationship each of these subgroups have with conceptually related variables including
the intrapersonal psychological empowerment, measured through SPC, psychological SOC, and ethnic identity.
An additional purpose is to determine whether this approach provides empirical
evidence on the multidimensionality of the cognitive empowerment scale. If significant heterogeneity is found, these results could have critical implications for the
identification of cognitive empowerment profiles and provide some consideration
for theory that cognitive empowerment within the broader psychological empowerment construct and even more broadly within empowerment theory is not a monolithic construct but developed within and among varying intersections. Findings can
be useful for practitioners as they design and advocate and work with and for youth
of color in engaging social and systemic change, and the ways in which to cultivate
critical awareness among youth of color.

Methods
Sample and Design
Data were collected in 2013 as part of a Center for Substance Abuse Prevention
(CSAP) Minority AIDS Initiative (MAI) grant program. These data were gathered
from a northeastern United States under-resourced, financially-strapped, urban
school district. The data gathered helped to inform environmental strategies and prevention-intervention protocols within the target community and school system.
A convenience sample of 383 students were recruited through their high school’s
physical education and health classes in grades 9 through 12 within the largest high
school in the focal community. In compliance with university Institutional Review
Board (IRB) and state laws requiring active parental consent, and student assent,
students who returned both parental consent and student assent were eligible to
complete the questionnaire over a one-hour time period (36.5% response rate). This
response is low for school-based surveying; however, this outcome must be considered with laws from the focal state, which require active parent consent. Studies
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indicate that while active parental consent is important, it may in fact influence the
overall consent procedures and reduce the response rate of students (Nulty 2008).
Students ranged from grades 9 through 12, with 29.2% in 9th grade, 45.7% in
10th grade, 6% in 11th grade, and 19.1% in 12th grade. The majority of students
identified as Hispanic/Latina(o) (75%), with the next largest demographic group
identifying as Black/African American (24.3%). A nearly equal proportion of students identified as male (46.9%) and female (53.1%), with 50.6% (n = 193) between
13 and 15 years of age and 49.4% (n = 190) between 16 and 18 years of age. The
majority of youth received free or reduced lunch (75%), an indicator for low socioeconomic status.
Measurement
Cognitive Empowerment Scale
Speer and Peterson (2000) developed the interactional empowerment or Cognitive
Empowerment Scale. Through principal components factor analyses, Speer and
Peterson (2000) illustrated and confirmed that the measure for cognitive empowerment encompassed three subscales: power through relationships (Cronbach’s
α = .72; M = 18.47, SD = 3.83), nature of problem/political functioning (Cronbach’s α = .78; M = 16.69, SD = 4.24), and shaping ideologies (Cronbach’s α = .77;
M = 14.44, SD = 2.77). More recently, Rodrigues et al. (2018) tested the factor structure of the entire psychological empowerment construct among 861 Portuguese
youth. These authors similarly found that the overall cognitive empowerment scale
(overall scale: Cronbach’s α = .81; M = 18.47, SD = 3.83) encompassed the same
three broad sub-scales of power through relationships (Cronbach’s α = .78), nature
of problem/political functioning (Cronbach’s α = .76) and shaping ideologies (Cronbach’s α = .87). For the current study, the four-item measure of power through relationships (Cronbach’s α = .81; M = 3.99, SD = .85), the four-item measure of nature
of power/political functioning (Cronbach’s α = .73; M = 3.67, SD = .83), and the
six-item measure of shaping ideologies (Cronbach’s α = .81; M = 3.62, SD = .77)
were combined. The overall scale had a mean score of 3.75 (SD = .68; Cronbach’s
α = .89). Participants responded using a five-point Likert scale ranging from strongly
disagree (1) to strongly agree (5).
Conceptually Related Variables
Intrapersonal (Emotional Component) Psychological Empowerment was measured
through the Sociopolitical Control Scale for Youth (SPCS-Y; Christens et al. 2016a;
Peterson et al. 2011; Lardier et al. 2018c; Zimmerman and Zahniser 1991) using
a five-point Likert scale ranging from strongly disagree (1) to strongly agree (5).
Peterson et al. (2011) confirmed the SPCS-Y as a two factor measure that examined
leadership competence (Cronbach’s α = .81) and policy control (Cronbach’s α = .85).
Guided by previous literature examining the SPCS-Y (e.g., Lardier et al. 2018a, b,
c, d; Peterson et al. 2011) the eight-item measure (sample items: I am a leader in
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groups. I can usually organize people to get things done) of leadership competence
(Cronbach’s α = .82; M = 3.42, SD = .71) and the nine-item measure for policy control (Cronbach’s α = .81; M = 3.20, SD = .69) were combined. The overall SPCS-Y
had a mean score of 3.30 (SD = .62; Cronbach’s α = .89).
Psychological Sense of Community (SOC) was examined using the Brief Sense of
Community Scale (BSCS), an eight-item measure (sample items: I feel like a member of this neighborhood.), assessed on a five-point Likert scale that ranged from
strongly disagree (1) to strongly agree (5). This scale is based on the work of Peterson et al. (2008) and McMillan and Chavis (1986). Recently, Lardier et al. (2018d)
validated the BSCS among a sample of youth of color, supporting the factor structure among a youth sample (M = 3.07, SD = .80; Cronbach’s α = .85). The BSCS was
designed using four dimensions (e.g., needs fulfillment, group membership, influence, and emotional connection) of psychological SOC theorized by McMillan and
Chavis (1986). Responses were combined. The overall scale had a mean score of
3.05 (SD = .83; Cronbach’s α = .85).
Ethnic identity was measured using a six-item scale developed by the federal
funding agency (sample items: I have spent time trying to figure out more about
my ethnic group.). Youth participants responded to each item on a four-point Likert
scale ranging from strongly disagree (1) to strongly agree (4). Confirmatory factor
analysis was undertaken to further establish support for the factor structure of this
ethnic identity scale, developed by the federal funding agency. Accepted indicators
of model fit were assessed: Chi Square (χ2) test, Comparative Fit Index (CFI), Goodness of fit indices (GFI), and Root Mean Square Error of Approximation (RMSEA)
(West et al. 2012). Nonsignificant χ2 values indicate acceptable model fit. Second,
higher values (i.e., greater than .95) on the Comparative Fit Index and Goodness
of Fit Index, and smaller RMSEA (i.e., less than .08) are desirable. Last, RMSEA
that are ≤ .05 = good fit, .05–.08 = acceptable fit and .08–.10 = unacceptable fit (West
et al. 2012).
Results indicate that this six-item scale had adequate model-to-data fit (χ2 = 7.72
[5], p = .17; CFI = .99; TLI = .98; GFI = .99; RMSEA = .03 [90% CI = .00, .05]),
supporting that these questions loaded onto a single ethnic identity latent variable,
or that one factor was extracted, with an Eigenvalue of 2.75 and explained 81% of
the variance. Scores were combined and the overall scale had a mean score of 3.62
(SD = .85; Cronbach’s α = .80). Prior studies using validated ethnic identity measures (i.e., Multigroup Ethnic Identity Measure) have demonstrated similar levels of
internal consistency and validity that range from .71 to .92 and showed useful and
important findings (e.g., Phinney and Ong 2007).
Analytic Approach
Before main analyses, missing data were examined. Little’s Missing Completely at
Random (MCAR) Test was used to assess the level and type of missingness (Little and Rubin 2014). Little’s MCAR test revealed that the χ2 result was significant
(χ2 = [df = 23] 43.23, p = .006), and that these data were most likely not missing
completely at random (MCAR). Although numerous missing data techniques are
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available (McGinniss and Harel 2016), missing data for this study were handled
using maximum likelihood (ML) estimations.
Following ML estimations of imputation, a Multivariate Analysis of Variance
(MANOVA) using SPSS (v 23.0) software was used to determine if profile groups,
which were created based on scores from the CES, differed on a set of conceptually
related variables: intrapersonal psychological empowerment, psychological SOC,
and ethnic identity. Initially, gender, age, Hispanic/Latina(o) ethnic identity, and
African American/Black racial identity were included in analyses due to previous
investigations illustrating differences on the basis of race and ethnicity and gender
(Christens et al. 2016b; Rodrigues et al. 2018; Speer and Peterson 2000), as well
as theoretical conjectures that highlight the context specific nature of empowerment
based on such vertical intersections (Zimmerman 2000). Results, however, indicated
that there were no statistically significant differences between cognitive empowerment and gender (χ2 (40) = 55.22, p = .10), age (F (6, 371) = .79, p = .57), Hispanic/
Latina(o) ethnic identity (χ2 (40) = 36.64, p = .62), and African American/Black
racial identity (χ2 (40) = 35.62, p = .67).

Results
Table 1 displays the correlation matrix for all variables. All subcomponents were
highly correlated with the one another and the overall cognitive empowerment scale
(p < .01). In addition, all conceptually related variables were correlated with the
overall CES. Some variability was present among subscales. For instance, ethnic
identity was not associated with both power through relationships (relational power)
and the nature of power. In addition, ethnic identity was not correlated with psychological SOC.
Table 1  Correlation matrix and descriptive statistics for main study variables (N = 383)
1
1. Overall CE scale

–

2

3
.79**

2. Power through relationships

4

5

6

7

.83**

.88**

.27**

.12*

.15*

.53**

.52**

.20**

.08

.15**

.59**

.22**

.09

.11**

.25**

.11*

.12*

.12*

.39**

3. Nature of power
4. Shaping ideologies
5. Intrapersonal PE (SPCS-Y)
6. Ethnic identity

.03

7. Psychological SOC
Mean

3.75

3.99

3.67

3.62

3.30

3.62

3.05

SD

.68

.85

.83

.77

.62

.85

.83

Skew

− .37

− .87

− .48

.04

.19

− .25

.01

Kurtosis

.57

.71

.38

− .18

1.30

.56

.08

α

.89

.81

.73

.81

.89

.80

.85

Psychological SOC, psychological sense of community; SPCS-Y, sociopolitical control scale for youth
*p < .05; **p < .01
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Table 2 displays results from MANOVA analyses. MANOVA results showed
significant differences between cognitive empowerment profile groups for all three
conceptually related variables. Post Hoc pairwise comparison showed generally that
youth in profile Group 1 (i.e., higher levels of power through relationships, nature of
problem, and shaping ideologies) had higher composite scores in intrapersonal psychological empowerment, psychological SOC, and ethnic identity, when compared
to those youth in profile Group 5 (i.e., lower power through relationships, nature of
problem, and shaping ideologies). Interestingly, some variation was present between
subgroups, which points toward the complex nature of cognitive empowerment
among ethnic-racial minority adolescents. For instance, while Group 1 showed a
higher mean score on intrapersonal psychological empowerment, when compared to
Groups 3–6, Group 2, or youth with higher scores in relational power and shaping
ideologies, were found to also have a higher mean composite score on intrapersonal
psychological empowerment, when compared to Groups 3–6. In addition, Group 6
had a greater mean composite score—i.e., those youth higher in relational power
and nature of power—when compared to Group 1 on psychological SOC. Regarding ethnic identity, although profile Group 1 had the highest mean composite score,
Group 3—i.e., those youth with higher nature of power—had an equally higher
mean composite score. This may mean that because one has a stronger connection to
their ethnic group, they may be equally aware of oppressive structures. Despite such
variations, youth in profile Group 5—i.e., lower scores in relational power, shaping
ideologies, and power through relationship—had significantly lower mean composite scores on all three conceptually-related variables.

Discussion
Perceptions of cognitive empowerment, through a critical understanding of power,
power through relationships (i.e., the ways in which power can be exercised toward
change), and awareness of how to and where to access resources have all been identified as important components of youth developing empowerment and critical consciousness or a critical awareness of their social world and enacting critical social
change (Christens et al. 2013a, b, 2018). Previous investigations, though minimal,
have identified cognitive empowerment as a correlate with intrapersonal psychological empowerment (Christens et al. 2013a, b, 2018; Lardier et al. 2018c; Rodrigues
et al. 2018), psychological SOC (Wilke and Speer 2011), and empirically, as well
as theoretically associated with ethnic identity (Gutiérrez 1995; Hipolito-Delgado
and Lee 2007; Kirshner et al. 2015; Watts et al. 2011). Cognitive empowerment
components have also been found to be an important outcome within organizational settings (Speer 2008). Yet, this study remains one a few that situates cognitive
empowerment among youth of color and begins to tease at the relationship cognitive
empowerment has with conceptually related variables including the intrapersonal
component of psychological empowerment, measured through SPC, psychological
SOC, and ethnic identity.
The results of this study were largely consistent with previous findings (e.g.,
Christens et al. 2011, 2013a, b) in that youth with higher overall composite scores
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3.45

3.09

2.75

Psychological
empowerment

Psychological
SOC

Ethnic identity

2.45

3.17

3.51

Group 2: High
PTR, Low NOP,
High Shaping
Ideology (n = 33)

2.71

2.81

3.32

Group 3: Low
PTR, High NOP,
Low Shaping Ideology (n = 29)

2.64

3.01

3.14

Group 4: High
PTR, Low NOP,
Low Shaping
Ideology
(n = 66)

2.51

2.93

3.11

Group 5: Low
PTR, NOP and
Shaping Ideology
(n = 82)

2.57

3.26

5.20

Group 6: High
PTR, High NOP,
Low Shaping
Ideology
(n = 64)

2.76**

2.47*

4.72***

Univariate
F (5, 381)

1, 3 > 2, 4, 5, 6

6 > 1, 2 3, 4, 5

2 > 1 > 3, 4, 5, 6

Mean different,
p < .05

*p < .05; **p < .01; *** p < .001

Wilks’ Lambda = .89, F (15,118.00) = 2.86, p < .001

CES, cognitive empowerment scale; SOC, sense of community; PTR, power through relationships; NOP, nature of problem; Shaping Ideol, shaping ideologies

Group 1: High
PTR, NOP, Shaping Ideology
(n = 108)

Variable

Table 2  MANOVA results subgroups of cognitive empowerment (measured through the CES) on sociopolitical control scale for youth, psychological sense of community,
and ethnic identity (N = 383)
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of relational power (or power through relationships), awareness of the nature of the
problem (nature of problem or critical understanding of social inequality), and shaping ideologies or knowledge of resources that can be harnessed to produce social
change were greater when compared to those youth who were lowest in these submeasures (i.e., Group 5). This finding in and of itself is important as it highlights
the empirical association higher levels of cognitive empowerment have with intrapersonal psychological empowerment, psychological SOC, and ethnic identity. If we
consider both empowerment and models of critical consciousness put forward by
Gutiérrez (1995) and Watts et al. (2011), we visualize the role that a critical awareness of one’s world, how power is generated through social relationships, and the
ways in which resources are accessed to make change align with models of critical
consciousness. Furthermore, results provide some evidence of the empirical connection the cognitive component of psychological empowerment has with ethnic
identity and psychological SOC, measures of collective identification and belongingness, and the intrapersonal psychological empowerment, a measure of perceived
sociopolitical self-efficacy and leadership. Yet, some variation was present in how
these subgroups performed on conceptually related variables.
A noteworthy finding was that those youth in Group 2 (i.e., high in power through
relationships, low in nature of problem, and high in shaping ideologies) experienced
higher mean scores on intrapersonal psychological empowerment, when compared
to other groups. This result points toward the role that relational power and shaping ideologies have in facilitating leadership and one’s perceived ability to make
changes in the sociopolitical realm. The perceived ability to engage in sociopolitical
change as a leader has been found to be associated with the ways in which power is
manifested or occurs, such as through organizations (Speer 2008), the sense of collective efficacy created within and among organizations and communities (HipolitoDelgado and Lee 2007; Hipolito-Delgado and Zion 2015), and the capacity to harness resources and engage individuals to produce change (Christens et al. 2013a, b,
2018). This finding supports the notion that while being critically aware is associated with empowerment overall (Christens et al. 2013a, b, 2018), a more nuanced
understanding may indicate that the intrapersonal psychological empowerment is
closely associated with relational perceptions (i.e., relational power and shaping
ideologies). Hence, this finding situates components of intrapersonal psychological
empowerment—i.e., leadership and political self-efficacy—to relational power and
awareness of how to access resources and produce social change.
The association between cognitive empowerment and psychological SOC is
equally complex. Findings presented in this study show that while youth in Group 1
had high composite scores in all subcomponents of cognitive empowerment, youth
in Group 6 had higher composite scores of cognitive empowerment when associated
with psychological SOC. This result indicates that those youth higher in relational
power and a critical awareness of power in society had higher psychological SOC
or belongingness. As both qualitative (e.g., Bermea et al. 2019; Forenza et al. 2017)
and quantitative studies (e.g., Wilke and Speer 2011) have illustrated, the broader
conceptualization of psychological SOC—i.e., membership, influence, needs fulfillment, and emotional connection—not only facilitates community participation and action-oriented empowerment, but promotes, through empowering social
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relationships, a critical awareness of social inequalities and the ways in which to
exercise power. Hence, power is developed through collective identity, group membership, and community association, which in turn translates into broader capabilities of manifesting power and enacting social change (Christens et al. 2011; Freire
1968[2014]; Hipolito-Delgado and Zion 2015).
The association subgroups of cognitive empowerment had with ethnic identity
also yielded interesting results. Youth in Group 3—i.e., low power through relationships, high nature of problem, and low shaping ideology—had higher mean composite scores than those young people in Group 1. These findings may indicate that
a stronger connection to one’s ethnic group may make one equally aware of oppressive structures that feed the perceived problem and contribute to the current and
past social inequalities (Anderson et al. 2016; Diemer and Rapa 2016; Diemer et al.
2016; Hope et al. 2016). Gutiérrez (1995) highlighted that for individuals in marginalized social positions (i.e., specifically Latino[a]s) to become empowered, they
must develop “a group identification and consciousness” (p. 230) and empower individuals to think more critically about their own social positions and invoke participation among others to work/lead toward group consciousness. Individuals within
Group 3, while having a higher mean composite scores on ethnic identity, are likely
to think more critically about concerns impacting their ethnic-racial group (Diemer
and Rapa 2016; Luginbuhl et al. 2016), and realistically, be part of a reinforcing
cycle where critical awareness about social inequalities creates greater feelings of
solidarity, collective efficacy, culture, and identity (Watts and Hipolito-Delgado
2015). Hence, as Forenza et al. (2017) illustrated qualitatively and Lardier (2018,
2019), quantitatively, individuals who have stronger ethnic group identity and solidarity tend to experience greater community belongingness, greater self-efficacy to
enact sociopolitical change, and be leaders in their social world.
Limitations
Several limitations of the study need to be recognized. First, the cross-sectional
design of the study limits causal interpretation of data. Although cross-sectional
studies are important for rapid analyses and dissemination of outcomes for marginalized groups (Smith et al. 2011), future research should consider replicating this
study on a broader longitudinal scale.
A second limitation concerns the measurement of cognitive empowerment. While
the current study used the most recently validated CES (e.g., Speer and Peterson
2000), this measure has yet to be validated among a sample of youth (notable exceptions include Rodrigues et al. 2018 among Portuguese youth), from, specifically, the
United States. Therefore, future research needs to consider the measurement and
validation of a CES among youth, and replicate this study using a validated measure
among youth.
An associated limitation concerns the measurement of ethnic-identity. For the
present study, questions on ethnic-identity were limited to those questions proposed
by the funding agency. Although the measure for the current study was psychometrically sound, future research is advised to replicate this study using alternative ethnic
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identity measures from widely validated scales (e.g., Phinney 1992; Umana-Taylor
et al. 2004), which would further corroborate the role of ethnic-identity with dimensions of psychological empowerment and among theoretically related measures.
A fourth limitation concerns the measurement of intrapersonal psychological
empowerment. While validated among youth (e.g., Christens et al. 2016a; Lardier et al. 2018c; Peterson et al. 2017), this measure of psychological empowerment only concerns a single component of the full PE construct (Peterson 2014).
Future research should examine the relationship cognitive empowerment has with
other measures of psychological empowerment and the role of cognitive empowerment within the factor structure of the larger psychological empowerment construct
among youth (notable exceptions include Rodrigues et al. 2018), and more specifically, among youth of color.
A fifth limitation relates to the use of mean-splits for creating profile groups.
Although previous empowerment studies (e.g., Lardier et al. 2018c; Peterson et al.
2011; Speer 2000) have used mean-split to establish profile groups, and in the current study, the created categorical variables matched the proportions of the psychological empowerment and ethnic-identity variables, mean-split approaches tend to
be less rigorous when compared to person-centered analytic approaches. Future
studies should consider the use of person-centered analyses to establish profile
groups, which would provide a more nuanced examination of cognitive empowerment subgroups. Person-centered analyses would also allow researchers to infer the
characteristics of group membership from the items that specified group membership (Christens et al. 2013a, b, 2018).
A final limitation concerns the study’s external validity, as our investigation was
conducted among a specific group of adolescents from a U.S. community. In addition, youth were part of a larger federally funded HIV/AIDS prevention-intervention
program, which may have influenced their perceived levels of cognitive empowerment, intrapersonal psychological empowerment, ethnic identity, and psychological SOC. Being part of a larger federally funded HIV/AIDS prevention-intervention
program may also limit the generalizability of findings. Results from this study are,
however, consistent with prior investigations (e.g., Christens et al. 2013a, b, 2018;
Forenza et al. 2017; Hipolito-Delgado and Zion 2015; Lardier 2018, 2019) and
extend the current, yet, limited literature.
Implications Community‑Based Youth Work
Cognitive Empowerment is more than an intrapersonal or personality variable, it
is a subcomponent of the broader psychological empowerment and empowerment
constructs. Cognitive empowerment is also part of a broader empowerment process
that works toward promoting collective identity, psychological SOC, leadership and
self-efficacy. Therefore, a question for community-based youth work is often how
to cultivate cognitive empowerment among youth and the associated outcomes of
cognitive empowerment can have among youth of color. Furthermore, policymakers
should consider the ways in which they can support such endeavors among youth,
particularly in under-resourced communities of color.
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Given the current historical iteration of youth engagement we are witnessing
today in the United States, the results from this study provide important insight
and point toward the critical role of creating action-oriented and critical youthspaces that can work toward facilitating not only awareness, but developing youth
as leaders, youth who have a stronger psychological SOC, and youth of color
who have a stronger connection to their ethnic-racial group. This instantiation
of critical youth engagement, points toward the need to move beyond the typical narrative of positive youth development work that simply focuses on saving
(Kirshner 2015; Lardier et al., under review). Instead, as Lardier et al. (2018b)
discuss, youth engagement needs to take on a more liberatory and critical framework, with an aim of working with and for youth in social transformation and
community change. This type of youth engagement may lead to the creation and
maintenance of youth-based community locations where adults and youth work
in an alliance and youth visualize themselves as part of a community, as leaders,
and capable of executing change (Lardier et al. 2018b). Moreover, youth need
to be provided opportunities to engage in deep discussion on the circumstances
that impact their cultural group, which both increases solidarity and ethnic-racial
identity (Umaña-Taylor et al. 2012). Through participation in activities for and
with one’s ethnic group, one’s sense of group critical consciousness and hope
is also enhanced (Forenza et al. 2017). Hence, providing youth opportunities
not only for deep discussion but action-oriented change will increase cognitive
empowerment and simultaneously work toward expanding youth intrapersonal
psychological empowerment, ethnic identity, and psychological SOC. Policymakers need to also put more monies toward expanding youth programming in underresourced communities with a majority minority youth population. Furthermore,
targeted grant opportunities to engage youth critically in social change within
their community and highlight values and resources specific to varying communities of color and marginalized youth (e.g., collective identity, family) is needed.

Conclusion
This study examined heterogeneity and membership of subgroups of cognitive
empowerment among youth of color on conceptually related variables including
the intrapersonal psychological empowerment, measured through SPC, psychological SOC, and ethnic identity. Results highlighted that while youth with high
composite scores in all three components of relational power, awareness of the
nature of the problem, and shaping ideologies were greater than those youth in
Group 5, who were low in all three components of cognitive empowerment, variation was present between subgroups on conceptually related variables. Such findings should be considered by researchers and practitioners of youth work alike, as
the promotion of civic engagement and critical awareness of one’s social circumstances is highly important in a world where social divides are ever increasing.
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